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	1. Introducing Background

"You fucking brat! I'm gonna rip your spine out and shove it down your throat!"

Kouga ran. Past crumbling shacks, mud and garbage slipping underneath her feet, almost making her stumble but she didn't fall, _couldn't_. If she did, she'd die.

Tightening her arms around her precious cargo she _focused_, rounded a corner and _jumped_.

The ground fell away, air rushing past and for one timeless moment Kouga flew. Then gravity took hold and with a crash she landed on a roof, the misshapen wood barely managing to hold her weight. Losing her balance, she tumbled forward, desperately twisting, managing to break her fall on her shoulder. Pain stabbed, sharp and fierce, making her choke back an instinctive cry. Then Kouga froze, not daring to move a single muscle. Silence filled the air, broken only by her labored breathing and thundering heart. Multiple footsteps grew louder, abruptly stopping, slight power spreading out, close, _too close_. Kouga pushed down her own power even further and held her breath.

A moment, an eternity passed. And then a furious growl sounded, voices cursing viciously, graphic threats that filled her with dread. They transformed into the sounds of running once more, growing fainter with each panicked beat of her heart.

When they finally faded completely Kouga _gasped_, body screaming at her to breathe. Long moments passed as she continued wheezing softly, concentrating on regulating her breathing, trying to will the shivers wracking her body away. And when she finally did, when her mind at last began to accept it was over...

Relief, almost painful in it's intensity rushed through her body, followed by an overwhelming, delirious joy. Slowly, carefully she looked down at the treasure she'd managed to obtain, hardly able to believe it when it was still there, that it was real.

There, nestled safely inside her arms, was a sack a little under half her size, filled to the brim with apples.

She'd actually gotten away with it. Her body screamed at her for the abuse she'd put it through, but oh, _oh_, it had been _worth_ it.

And suddenly she had to laugh, hysterical giggles escaping her control as she hugged her price in sheer delight.

With this she'd have enough food for _weeks!_

* * *

><p>Once upon a time there was a girl.<p>

She was born to two loving parents, was an older sister to a sibling. Their family wasn't rich, except in all the ways that truly mattered, but they weren't poor either. The girl grew from toddler to teen, became a young adult full of hopes and dreams. She went to kindergarten, high school and college, and was a kind, if rather lazy person. Selfish in the way only the unknowing privileged could be.

She was, in a word, _average_, no different from any other around her.

And then she died.

Even now, when she didn't have any concrete memories left of that time, when that knowledge was purely intellectual, Kouga marveled at the carefree girl she'd once been. Most of the time she didn't think about it, too focused on the present to worry about the past.

But when she'd been younger, she had sometimes wondered if she hadn't dreamed it all.

Except back then she'd see something, hear an almost familiar sound and fractured images would've come rushing back. French fries and gravy, asphalt and trucks. A world full of marvels and _overflowing_ with food.

In her earliest years, Kouga had often asked herself if she wasn't crazy, all of it a hallucination conjured by her twisted mind. But it _felt_ real, no different from the memories she'd made here, if fuzzier, fading more rapidly with every year that passed.

Yet she never forgot completely.

In the end, she'd decided it didn't matter. Maybe she'd been that girl once, naive and full of hope and dreams. Maybe she'd had family and friends, had never known any true hardship. Maybe she'd even had a different name, the syllables odd and clunky when she tried to form them now, like a piece of clothing she'd outgrown.

Whatever the case may be, it didn't change the fact that she was now Kouga, an Inuzuri gutter rat. And those memories of an easy life, full of happiness and food, were just that. Memories. True or not, they didn't help her in the present. Because in the present, Kouga had to scrabble to get enough food, her hunger never truly satisfied. Each day was a battle, each sunrise a victory. The girl she'd been wouldn't have been able to survive. But Kouga could.

That was all that really mattered.

Kouga mostly lived in the tops of tall enough trees, or in small, crumbling shacks, the pathetic things not worth being called huts. Those rooms constantly stank of garbage, flimsy walls unable to hold the odors from outside at bay, in part because Kouga never picked any shacks without multiple small windows she refused to close. She would _never_ allow to be cornered, had seen what happened to those who did. She would _not_ end up that way.

Her always temporary lodges weren't home, just places to rest, to hide. Home had long since been destroyed, alongside the woman she'd called mother. Not her mom, but mother nonetheless.

Sometimes Kouga took a moment to close her eyes, trying to picture the woman who had given birth to her that second time, who had fed her, played with her, had loved her just as much as her mom had. Every time she did, it became just a little harder to bring up mother's image, so many details already gone. Those first years, despite the confusion and fear, despite being an adult trapped in a too small body that wouldn't, _couldn't,_ listen to her commands...

They were the happiest times of Kouga's life, peaceful and carefree in a way she could only dream of now. The only worries she'd had, had been whether or not mother would understand she was crying –softly, always softly, loud cries one of the few things that had been able to truly panic mother– because she had been hungry and not because she'd wanted attention. Because Kouga had been hungry _a lot_.

Yet strangely enough she'd never soiled herself, never even felt a hint of having to relieve herself. She never did. That had been the oddest thing to get used to.

Sometimes Kouga wondered if she was even human anymore.

Mother was why she'd taken the name Kouga as her own, always calling her that in a voice overflowing with love, one of the clearest memories she still had. Back then, Kouga had lived a simple life, relearning how to crawl, walk and speak, the language which had seemed so foreign and incomprehensible slowly gaining meaning. Until she'd been about two years old –physically at least, she had no idea how much actual time had passed– her life had been as close to perfect as was possible.

But Inuzuri was a harsh place, and mother had been so very pretty.

One night mother had woken her in a panic, loud voices outside piercing Kouga's sleep fogged mind. She'd been pushed towards the corner of their shack, mother dumping all their ragged blankets and threadbare clothing on her and telling her _don't move and stay quiet little fang, whatever you hear, whatever happens, don't move and __**stay quiet.**_

It was the last time she saw her mother alive.

Kouga had heard the strange men, the door crashing open, mother screaming and crying. Knew with knowledge no child could have possessed just what they'd done to her.

She had _felt _the exact moment mother had died.

Afterwards it had been so... quiet.

Through it all she hadn't made a sound, had been so terrified she hadn't done _anything_, even when mother had started sobbing and screaming. And yet it was the grunts and moans, those sounds full of _pleasure_ she still heard in her nightmares.

Kouga had hidden like a coward, and mother had paid the price.

When she'd finally crawled out from beneath that pile of fabrics, her innocence, every illusion about herself forever lost, she'd found lifeless eyes accusing her, limbs twisted unnaturally. And red. So much red. On the floor, the walls, drowning her vision, the smell embedding itself into her brain, unable to see beyond–

Kouga had run and had never looked back.

Life after that was harsh and cold, consisting solely of scrounging enough food together to survive. Of learning how to be faster, stronger, making sure she always had a way out. To never be caught as mother had been.

And in the moments between, those rare times when she didn't have to fight just to stay alive, she'd learned about the strange world she now resided in.

She discovered that almost everyone didn't need to eat, not like she did, food a luxury to them, not a necessity. Learned how the dead would eventually vanish in a scattering of odd glimmers, strange energy dancing across her skin. She found out this world was called Soul Society, and the land she lived on was the Rukongai, ruled by a place called Seireitei. How the land was separated in 320 Districts, 80 for each cardinal direction, with her living in the Southern 78th District specifically, called Inuzuri. She was told that no matter how bad it was here, apparently it was even worse in the last two Districts.

She also learned very quickly it was _not_ a good idea to try to cross Districts, at least into the higher ones. Which mean any place aside from the direction the sun rose.

Because the invisible borders surrounding Inuzuri were patrolled by guardians in black. And they were ruthless, monsters without any kind of mercy. Eventually she'd found out these guardians –jailers– were called Shinigami and they had magical powers.

They were not afraid to use them.

Ayame, an old woman who had managed to survive by simply not moving down from the op of an ancient tree she'd one day climbed, and who had had been so impossibly kind, freely sharing her shelter whenever Kouga wanted to stay, had taught her much of what she knew. Ayame had been willing to answer almost any question Kouga could think of, though there were so many Ayame didn't know the answer to.

She had never explained how she had learned the answers to those she could.

Ayame had told her about the reapers, how they were soldiers, given every wealth and luxury in return for their service. How they were given free reign to do whatever they wanted, as long as they prevented people from leaving Inuzuri except if they went towards that one direction. To the place apparently even worse than this.

They were _dangerous,_ and Ayame had warned with haunted, broken eyes that she should _never _allow herself to be caught by one.

Kouga had listened.

Ayame also taught her about one of the most curious aspects of this world. Not everyone aged at the same speed.

When Kouga had first met her, the kind old woman still had a few streaks of brown shooting through her gray mane, possessed a voice containing just the slightest trace of youth. But as time passed her hair grew completely gray, the wrinkles etched into her scar riddled face turning even deeper, body becoming more frail, voice turning scratchy and weak. Until one day she went to sleep and never woke up.

And Kouga had looked practically the same as when she'd met her. She knew, even without any sort of mirror, because she'd only gotten a little bigger. Even her hair had still mostly been the same, Kouga only having to cut it once in all the time she'd known Ayame.

It was strange and unsettling, throwing her entire worldview off-kilter. The memories of mother, which had seemed so timeless, yet which she had assumed were only a year or two at the most...

Maybe it wasn't so strange she'd forgotten all but the most basic knowledge of her first life.

Eventually she'd shrugged it off. It was still weird, but it didn't really change anything.

Something else did.

Kouga had noticed she was strong of course, and fast, some sort of odd power flowing through her. But it wasn't until the first time she managed to outrun three grown men that she realized just how impossible her strength was. She'd had the body of a toddler, and she'd left those adult men in the dust. It was bewildering. It was _exhilarating_. She didn't know how it was possible, but she sure as fuck knew how to use it.

Except afterwards, she had been so _hungry_.

But she'd still carefully started pushing her limits, lifting heavier and heavier weights, trying to run just a little faster, jump that little bit higher, the strange energy inside her making her perform superhuman feats. What's more, she could actually use her power to sense people around her, her range growing more refined as she kept testing her skills.

And every time she thought she'd hit the ceiling, could go no further... she did.

If her appetite didn't turn _ravenous _every time she pushed herself, she could've easily gathered enough to satisfy it. Unfortunately, even keeping her power use to the minimum, her hunger only grew, slowly but surely forcing her to scavenge more and more food. And in Inuzuri, there were very few places where food was present.

Very, _very_ few.

If there was any food –which she swore seemed to simply appear in random places at random times, but always when nobody was looking– it it was quickly taken by the quickest, strongest or luckiest people in the area as a highly priced luxury item. Food _never _went unclaimed for long.

So Kouga learned to ignore the hunger constantly gnawing at her stomach, learned to recognize the signs of immediate starvation.

Learned how far she was willing to go to stay alive.

Kouga survived, and life continued on.

Time passed, years turning into decades. Or what she assumed were decades at least. Kouga didn't really pay attention to the passage of time, no one in Inuzuri did. She watched those rare people who managed to survive long enough grow old and die, saw new people simply appear from one day to the next, most without any memories.

Most didn't survive very long.

It had been Ayame who'd told her that sometimes there were people who spoke of a life before this one, and Kouga had later confirmed that fact with her own observations. Yet if those people managed to survive long enough, they always forgot that life completely, unable to recall even the simple fact they hadn't always lived here. Didn't even manage to keep hold of the intellectual knowledge like Kouga had.

Kouga sometimes wondered why she hadn't forgotten everything as well.

Rarely, _very _rarely, an unlucky person from a higher District would stumble into her own, only left with tales of a better life, a better place. No matter how small the improvement was. They became just as trapped as everyone else, unable to cross the borders guarded by the brutal Shinigami. Unable to return to that better place.

Kouga didn't like observing those people. After all, life might be a little better in those Districts, but that didn't mean anything to her. Those stories only offered false dreams.

But life hadn't been bad all the time. After Ayame, Kouga had eventually made a few more friends, people who aged just as slow as her, even needing to eat like she did, though always so much less.

Eventually they all died.

Shy and silent Mizore hadn't been fast enough, proud and laughing Fubuki hadn't been strong enough and Nadare... Nadare, rough yet so very sweet, had been the worst of them all, sacrificing himself so she would live, betrayed by someone they'd both _trusted_–

After that, Kouga had decided she didn't want friends anymore.

They only hurt.

And throughout it all, she continued to grow at an _excruciatingly _slow pace. Even now, when so much time had passed, her body still looked no older than a small child, roughly three or four feet. Sometimes she feared she would stay like this forever.

But even if she did, she'd deal with it, as she had everything else thrown her way.

Surviving was what she did best.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:<strong>

Another SI-story inspired by Dreaming Of Sunshine. The goal of this is a lot of world building to be honest. Or, well, that was the inspiration ;-) And while I do have a very firm plot for this, this will be slow build, just to give fair warning. Also, yes, Kouga has practically forgotten everything of her first life, and there's a reason for that. But the fact that she is an SI will become relevant. In the future anyway.

And I know this was mostly an info dump, but that's why I called it: Introducing Background. Because I'm introducing background :p

Next chapter will slow down and have more characters, feelings, actual conversations etc.

Hope you were intrigued enough to give the next chapter a shot!


	2. Offering A Choice

Kouga ignored the agonized screams a short distance away, looking down from the top of the tree at the handful of people hastily scurrying around, all of them moving out of the way of a desperately fleeing man, a madly laughing woman chasing him, her expression completely unhinged. Kouga wondered what she should do today. Her recent haul meant food would be in abundance for a short while, and it offered the rare opportunity to relax.

Taking another bite out of her meal for the day, savoring the delicious taste and crisp texture, she pondered this dilemma.

The problem with having so much free time, she decided, was that she had no idea what to do with it. Except for training she didn't really have any... hobbies she supposed, and even that was born mostly out of necessity, though she did enjoy it. People watching was another thing she enjoyed, but after a few days of nothing else, she'd gotten bored of that as well.

Leaning back against the trunk, looking up towards the sky while stretching out her sixth sense as far as she could without using power, Kouga idly wondered how she should proceed. The very fact that she was bored happened so rarely she honestly didn't know how to deal with it. Munching on her apple, she asked herself what she wanted to do. Depressingly enough, she couldn't answer the simple question. Kouga let out an annoyed sigh, her own indecisiveness thoroughly irritating. This shouldn't be so hard.

She frowned, sighed once more and finally decided to go train. If nothing else, she would actually be doing something instead of moping around. And how sad was that? Moping because she had too much free time. If Fubuki were here–

She swallowed the last of her apple, threw the remaining stalk away, licked her fingers clean started climbing down. She'd go find a place to practice with less people than here.

* * *

><p>Wind rushed past, sky so close she could almost touch it and Kouga was flying, was free, just for one breathless moment...<p>

Then she fell, ground rushing to catch her, punishing her for leaving it's domain.

Kouga laughed out loud, didn't even try to suppress the urge, no one around to hear it. She loved the feeling of weightlessness, the brief illusion of absolute liberty. Jumping was her favorite part of training, and she'd decided to indulge herself by doing nothing else, the maze of small fractures littering the ground a testament to how long she'd been fooling around.

She hit the ground feet first, pushing her power outwards in a way words could not describe, a spiderweb of cracks forming under her feet, her energy breaking her fall. Exhilaration filled her and she decided her impromptu game of tag the sky was worth the extra meals she would now need today. It was a pity she couldn't use her powers like this all the time.

Grinning wildly she crouched down, concentrated, prepared to leap upwards once more– froze.

Her blood to ice as she she abruptly sensed that unquenchable hunger, so much worse than anything she could ever feel, even at her most starved. Immediately she pushed down her energy as much as possible, an inhuman roar tearing through to the air only a moment after, Kouga running towards the trees at the edge of the clearing, desperately hoping the beast hadn't sensed her, that it was hunting someone else, not her, please, not her!

She only had a fraction of warning, twisted energy caressing skin– threw herself to the side, razor talons ripping through the space she'd occupied a moment before.

Scrabbling for purchase, she didn't even have time to look at the beast, concentrated only on getting up, gathering power, getting away, don't keep laying there, get up!

She screamed, claws digging into her flesh, grasping her very bones, pinning down her leg, agony shredding her focus and with tears in her eyes she looked up at the nightmare holding her captive.

A bleached mask filled her vision, grinning with undisguised glee, golden eyes full of bone-chilling lust, leisurely inspecting its prey.

"My, my. What a delightful surprise." It's voice was was underlined with a thousand screams, grating across her mind. "I never expected to find such a strong spirit here. You will taste... delicious."

Kouga didn't think, pain ignored, conscious thought gone. She focused, channeled power into her free leg and kicked.

With a crash her strike connected, the monster screeching as it released her, mask fracturing where she'd hit it. Kouga wasted no time, managing to scramble to her feet, energy send into her leg, halting the bleeding, Kouga forcing through the dizziness assaulting her, power coursing through her. She ran, pushing herself to her limits, speed making her surroundings blur.

It wasn't enough.

An enraged screech was all the warning she got, before something slammed into her midriff, hard. It knocked her off her feet, tossed her through the air like a ragged doll– like she was flying whispered a small, hysterical part of her. The crash made that part of her shut up, body bouncing across the ground, agony obliterating any semblance of thought.

Dazed, she saw the beast approach, long, serpentine tail whipping behind it's feathered body, avian beak twisted in a sneer as it held a paw over its cracked mask.

"You'll pay for that!" it snarled at her, it's inhumanly layered voice making Kouga snap back to herself, sheer terror clearing the last of her scattered thoughts, making the pain assaulting her insignificant.

She channeled power, commanded herself to move, to run, but only managed a weak crawl. It made the monster smile, malicious joy dancing across it's mask as it looked at her pathetic attempts to flee. A bone chilling laugh filled the air as it started to pursue her oh so slowly.

"Oh yes, very strong." it purred, the sounds of its voice nauseating. "I think I'll devour you... slowly."

Her breathing sped up, mind blank as the monster kept coming closer—no, please, she didn't want to die, wanted to live to live!

"Light my Every Path, Hiraishin!"

Power, lightning flashing, blinding her, forcing her to close her eyes, the Hollow's agonized shrieks piercing her ears–

Silence.

Harsh panting broke it, her own Kouga realized. She immediately opened her eyes, unwilling to believe what her sixth sense was telling her, panic climbing even higher than before. Yet her sense wasn't wrong. Where the Hollow had stood was nothing but a scorched crater, smoldering faintly, the beast completely gone.

And in front of it, a Shinigami holding a wicked trident, still crackling with so much power.

The man, tall and big, his very presence oppressive and suffocating, looked down at her with vivid blue eyes. Then he frowned deeply, becoming even more intimidating. Kouga felt a whimper escape, panic clawing at her mind as he took a single step towards her. Would she die at the hands of this reaper instead of being eaten?

Would she be forced through something worse?

The Shinigami halted, frowning even more deeply. Then he sighed softly and flicked his wrist, that gleaming trident transforming into a deceptively ordinary sword, his power pulled back. But she could still sense it, and it was overwhelming.

She had no chance against power like that.

"It's okay, you're safe now." His voice was soft. Kouga was frozen.

He looked at her, seemingly awaiting a response. Kouga kept silent, couldn't have spoken even if she'd wanted to. It made the man grumble, a hand coming up to tousle blond hair. He took another step forward and Kouga forced herself another inch back, instinctively channeling energy into her wounds to keep from bleeding out.

The reaper halted again, a frustrated expression appearing.

"I'm not going to hurt you, you know." His voice was still so gentle, a sharp contrast to his expression. It only served to make her panic grow.

The reaper came closer yet again, and her immediate crawling away invoked a noise of disgust from him. Abandoning subtlety, the Shinigami blurred forward, hands holding down her unshredded leg, halting her movements. Kouga watched with wide eyes as the reaper leaned forward, too close, too close!

She jerked back, arms flailing as she lost her balance, the grip on her leg unyielding as stone, making her fall flat on her back.

Pain, her ribs screaming at her as the impact stole her breath, a wheezing whimper escaping. Snapping her head up, Kouga pushed through the agony and dizziness, keeping her eyes on the reaper.

Annoyed blue eyes pierced her own. She shivered and honestly couldn't tell if it was from fear or from having so much raw power near.

It was probably from both.

"Kid, stop moving, you'll only hurt yourself even more. Besides, you wouldn't be able to outrun me anyway."

That was true, but that didn't mean she couldn't try. As she tensed to do just that once more, the Shinigami let out another aggravated noise, before apparently deciding to ignore it, looking down at her captive leg instead.

He lifted one hand up, moving his palm over the worst of the gashes. His power twisted and his hand started glowing! Kouga didn't think, simply reacted, frantically pushing power into her arms and hitting the reaper with everything she had.

Her fist missed his throat, connecting with his jaw instead, the reaper's head snapping to the side, grip finally loosening and she wasted no time in scrabbling as far away as she could manage, mindless terror helping her push her body further than otherwise possible.

Keeping her eyes on the danger, always on the danger, she saw the Shinigami gingerly touch his jaw, a contemplative gleam in his eyes, making Kouga crawl away even faster, something she hadn't thought herself capable off.

But it was still so slow.

The reaper got to his feet and Kouga stilled, tensing in preparation of the next assault, ready to hit the reaper if he made another move. But he just kept standing there, watching her with that thoughtful look. It was playing havoc on her mind.

"...You're pretty strong." His voice, though still gentle, now carried a surprised note as well. "And your control is remarkable." He looked fascinated. Kouga did not like that, not one bit.

Thankfully he didn't come any closer again, so she continued her painfully slow retreat under his watchful gaze.

"But really, isn't this a little dramatic? I just want to heal you." he casually said and Kouga couldn't help a disbelieving scoff from escaping. Heal her. Right.

A crooked grin appeared, turning his visage surprisingly... kind.

"I really do." he repeated. And as she briefly felt a disbelieving grimace escape her control, the Shinigami had the audacity to laugh, merriment filling the air as he threw back his head. Kouga took the opportunity to widen the distance between them some more.

When he looked down again and saw her new position he simply grinned wider. Then he blurred forward once again, obliterating the progress she'd made. Of course.

He continued to watch her, standing much too close, making her crane her neck upwards just too keep him within her sight. But thankfully he made no move to touch her.

Not that that actually meant anything, as he'd just demonstrated.

This close, she could see the reaper's amusement even more clearly. It made Kouga want to hit him again.

It made her want to curl in a ball and cry.

"How about a deal?" Even his voice sounded disgustingly cheerful. And he looked honest. Kouga barely managed to suppress a whimper. "I heal those wounds of yours, and you don't hit me again."

Really, wasn't the fact that she was crawling away with a shredded leg and with broken ribs not a clear enough signal she did not want him near? Let alone touch her.

Please, please don't let him touch her.

Her thoughts must've shown on her face, because the Shinigami smiled. Ruefully.

"Come on." he coaxed. "What's the worst that could happen?"

Did... did he actually ask that? Looking at the reaper's hopeful face she realized that yes, yes he did.

"...You could boil my blood or electrocute me." Kouga had to respond, the question too ridiculous not to.

At her answer the reaper's eyes widened briefly in surprise, before a sunny smile appeared.

"She speaks! I was beginning to think you were mute." Then he faltered, bewilderment replacing his cheer. "Wait, what? What kind of answer is that? I would never do that! What kind of monster do you think I am?" he sounded so affronted Kouga was almost tempted to believe him. Except not really, she'd seen those exact situations happen.

Shinigami were merciless and cruel.

The reaper continued to grumble under his breath, hands running through his hair, making the wild mane even messier. Kouga kept watching him warily, gathering energy to hit him instead of uselessly trying to flee, hating her own weakness.

Eventually the reaper sighed, long and deep. He gave her a steely gaze, resolve making the blue burn.

"I'm not going to hurt you. I just want to heal you before you leave. And I'm not lying." he tacked on at her disbelieving look, Kouga once more unable to stop the expression from appearing briefly. "Besides, what do you have to lose? Either I'm lying and then it wouldn't matter whether you gave permission or not, or I'm telling the truth and you won't have to spend the rest of your life limping around." he continued in a light tone.

Kouga resisted the urge to cry. Because that actually made sense.

"Can't you just leave?" Kouga begged, knowing the gesture was useless but trying anyway.

"Nope!" The happy answer made her want to close her eyes. And cry. She hadn't thought so.

"...Fine." she relented. He was right after all, if he wanted to, he could crush her as easily as a bug. And she had no chance of escaping either.

If he wanted to play games, there was nothing she could do. Hopefully if she cooperated, she'd survive.

Please, please let her survive.

The reaper send another sunny smile her way before he crouched down and put his hands on her wounded leg once more. Kouga managed to resist the instinctive urge to kick his teeth in.

His power twisted once more, a muted green glow coating his hands, Kouga beginning to tremble as his hand neared.

He touched her.

Every hair on her body shot up straight at the foreign power invading her own. It took all the willpower she possessed not to jerk away, both mentally and physically, and the only reason she didn't was because she could feel it heal her, soothing and warm.

The reaper was healing her. Kouga's eyes remained locked on his focused expression, concentrated on the way his energy pulsed and twisted in utterly bizarre ways, weaving through her own. But she saw from the corner of her vision that her flesh was actually knitting together. Eventually there was only bloody stains and shallow scratches left left where a forever crippling wound had been before.

And her own diminished power reserves had been restored as well.

"There. All better." the Shinigami said with a very satisfied grin. He threw a pointed look her way. "That wasn't so hard, now was it?"

Kouga ignored the question, slowly testing movement instead. Aside from lingering soreness, her leg was as good as new. It was... kind of really impressive.

It made her want to flee even more because why had the reaper healed her? What kind of game was he playing?

Did he want to break her himself?

The thought made a wheezing whimper escape before she could stop it.

"Here, let me." Another twisting of power, glowing hands appearing in front of her vision once more, and Kouga threw herself backwards, the reaction completely automatic.

"Oh come on!" the reaper exclaimed, looking completely exasperated. "I just healed you, show a little faith!"

But why had he healed her? What did he want to do to her?

Every part of Kouga was screaming at her to run, run, run!

Except she still wouldn't be able to outrun the reaper, healed leg and energy levels restored or not. Not with power like his.

She was trapped.

Kouga stopped moving, and the Shinigami read it for the surrender it was. With a twist of energy, muted green filled his palms once more. As he put them over her ribs, she could feel his power thread through hers again, going much deeper than the last time. And once more she felt his energy heal her.

The Shinigami had actually been telling the truth. It was mind boggling.

It was terrifying.

This time it took longer, pain lifting much slower.

"My name is Namikaze Minato. What's yours?" The question startled her, breaking the tense silence that had fallen. Tense on her part anyway, because the Shinigami still looked completely relaxed.

With power like that, she would be too.

The reaper –Minato– wore an open, curious expression, and Kouga desperately didn't want to tell him, her name the only thing truly her own.

But he was a reaper.

Yet even though he was a reaper, even though she already knew she was going to answer...

Kouga hesitated.

At her continued silence another rueful smile appeared across his face.

"Quiet one, aren't you?" he said, soft and calm and... fond.

Kouga felt completely off balance. So she hesitated in answering once more.

The Shinigami chuckled softly, vivid blue eyes bizarrely warm as they continued to meet her own. Then Kouga finally felt his power pull back, untangling from hers as he sat back on his heels.

"All done." he proclaimed with a kind smile.

Kouga placed a hand on her chest, pushing down slightly while breathing in deep. Not even a hint of pain.

Kouga really wished she knew how to do that. It would make life so much easier.

She warily watched the Shinigami stand up and stretch his hand out towards her. She ignored the gesture, got to her feet on her own and marveled at how easy it was. It was almost as if the attack had never happened.

The reaper pulled back his arm, shook his head and continued to look at her fondly. It was the most bizarre thing that had ever happened to her and Kouga still expected him to attack her, just for fun. But until now he hadn't. He had helped her, saved her life in all honesty, and even patched her up to boot.

"...Thanks." she said, and it wasn't just because he was a reaper. She actually meant it as well.

The Shinigami looked surprised, then pleased, hand reaching for her head.

Kouga immediately jumped backwards, every tension back because what was he going to do to her?

The Shinigami's hand wavered in the air, before dropping awkwardly. He made no move to come closer.

And Kouga hesitated once more. He'd said she could leave after he'd healed her, and if he'd actually been telling the truth, as impossible as that sounded...

The smart thing to do would be to run and never look back. It's what she should do. Right now.

And yet...

"Bye." After his help she could at least afford to be polite. She tensed, prepared to run.

"Wait!" his shout made her freeze, panic back in full force.

The worst part was that it would still be futile to run.

The Shinigami opened his mouth, closed it, made an inarticulate, frustrated sound and ruffled his hair as he closed his eyes with a grimace. When they snapped open again the blue was even more intense, freezing her in place.

"The Shin'ou Academy's entrance exams are held in about five months. You should enter."

That... was so unexpected that for a moment she could only stare at him in astonishment. Then she snorted loudly, gave him a look that clearly said what she thought of that idea, and left in a burst of power, pushing herself to the limit. The reaper didn't follow, his presence growing more distant with every step she took. He'd... he'd actually been telling the truth.

Literally unbelievable.

But really, her, a Shinigami? What kind of ridiculous notion was that?

* * *

><p><strong>AN:<strong>

Yes, he's _that_ Minato X3

However, this isn't a crossover. Instead, it's a prequel (currently some 400 years before canon) Which means OC's. Except I have no interest in coming up with so many OC's, so I'm using expies from the Naruto verse. But they are _not_ from the Naruto verse, they are expies. In other words, they have never been and never will be ninja. They're simply inhabitants of Soul Society, nothing more.

I'm partly basing their personality on their canon counterparts though. And be honest, aren't you curious who else will show up? :p

Hope you enjoyed!


	3. Making A Decision

She was an idiot. She had to be. It was the only explanation as to why she was still thinking about what that blond reaper had said.

Hiding inside her current shack, another apple in hand, this one nearly too rotten to eat, Kouga felt incredibly annoyed with herself. Weeks. She'd been mulling over this for _weeks_. Yet no matter what she tried, she couldn't get the words out of her head. _You should join_ he'd said, as if she hadn't known, hadn't ever thought about it. How ridiculous.

_Of course_ she had, had known for ages she could. She certainly had enough power. But Kouga had seen what Shinigami did, cutting down people trying to cross Districts with gleeful abandon, making their death as agonizing as possible, savoring their pain. Or kill them with chilling efficiency, cold, unfeeling eyes watching their handiwork dispassionately.

Or worse things. Far worse things.

And while they also killed the beasts sometimes roaming Inuzuri, it was the reapers who were the bigger threat. At least with Hollows you knew they only wanted to eat you.

Kouga did _not_ want to become a Shinigami, period.

Because if she did, if they gave her food and safe shelter in return... she knew she'd do the same. She'd carry out every order, no matter how inhumane, would drown her hands in blood if that was what it took. She'd hate herself for it, but Kouga held no illusions about herself. She knew she would do all that and more. It was better to just remove the temptation completely.

But that blond reaper...

Letting out a sound of disgust, she bit into her meal again with a vengeance, imagining it was his head instead. It made her feel childishly satisfied.

Stupid Shinigami, making her confused and uncertain.

Because Minato had been unlike any reaper she'd ever known –well, observed or fled from– Either they were sadists, or they didn't care about the peasants beneath their notice. They didn't help, not like Minato had. He'd been pushy and arrogant as all Shinigami were, but he'd also healed her. And when she'd run, even when he'd clearly wanted her to stay, he'd let her leave. That had been even odder than his help.

If he could be a Shinigami and still act like that, then why couldn't she? That was the heart of her dilemma.

It had been... not easy, but tolerable, to ignore the lure of enough food when it meant turning into a monster. But if that wasn't true, if she could still follow her own morals –the few she still had anyway– _and_ have the luxury of satisfying her hunger whenever she wanted...

The temptation wasn't just immense, it was _maddening_.

The problem was that she wasn't certain. Minato had been the only reaper she'd ever met who acted differently. Did that mean he was the exception? That if she joined, all her fears would come true and she'd become the very thing she'd always hated?

As she finished the last of her meal, flicking the stalk away and licking her fingers clean, Kouga finally came to a decision. It couldn't hurt to go see what all the fuss was about at least. Just because she went to check it out didn't mean she had to join, right?

Right.

* * *

><p>Even though Kouga didn't really keep track of time, it was impossible to miss the upcoming Entrance Exams, no matter that this was only the third time it had happened. It was the only time reapers didn't kill the people who tried to cross the borders.<p>

It was the only time people were allowed to go to the higher Districts.

The first time, when Ayame had explained what was going on, she'd briefly thought to use the opportunity to flee Inuzuri. Only Ayame's warning had prevented her from trying.

And it was a _very _good thing she had, because the Shinigami branded each person wanting to pass instead of killing them. They used that brand to make sure everyone returned to their "rightful place" afterwards, using their magic in devastatingly efficient ways.

That first time, Kouga had seen a man, his brand different than the ones given to those from Inuzuri, running towards the east with a panicked expression.

His head had _exploded_. The next day she'd learned that was the moment the borders had closed once more.

Kouga had decided it most most definitely wasn't worth the risk to try.

Yet now here she stood, waiting to receive her very own brand. It made her every hackle rise, but she didn't move away as the reaper in front of her brought the stamp down on her cheek, pulsing, foreign energy immediately entwining with her own, no matter how hard Kouga tried to keep her power out of reach.

"There you go sweetheart." the Shinigami said with a bright, fake smile, as if she hadn't beheaded a trespasser with an expression of utter apathy a while ago. Kouga had seen her do it.

Kouga resisted the urge to wipe at the slimy thing on her cheek, oily energy burrowing into her own in an incredibly unnerving way. And not just because of what she knew it could do to her. Instead she kept her face impassive, the reaper's smile faltering at her silence, before quickly returning, even brighter than before and so obviously fake.

"Good luck! Don't forget to get back in time." She obviously didn't think Kouga would make it. But that didn't matter and Kouga forced herself to look away from the reaper as she took her very first step on Southern 68th soil.

Embarrassingly enough, her heart sped up and she felt her cheeks flush, excitement making them glow. Kouga knew Inuzuri, every clearing, path, hut, stream and tree. Knew which areas to avoid, the best places to hide. But she'd never left it's boundaries, confined by invisible walls. Yet now she was in a completely new place, everything unknown. Even though it looked no different, not yet at least, she knew it was and that was enough to make her feel an unfamiliar sense of anticipation.

The fear was familiar though.

Hefting the threadbare blanket, tied around the small amount of food she'd managed to scrounge together, a little higher over her shoulder, Kouga was filled a mixture of fear, dread and excitement. If nothing else, she would finally see what the other Districts were like. If she didn't join the Academy, she would at least have gotten... a vacation? She supposed that was the closest comparison she could make.

Yet part of her whispered that wouldn't be a good thing. Not when it hurt so much worse to have a dream ripped away than to never have one at all.

* * *

><p>Kouga sat down the branch, placed her full pack of food in her lap, and looked out towards the towering walls stretching across the horizon as far as the eye could see. She kept switching between sheer, unadulterated delight and dark, raging <em>fury<em>.

Her journey had been fantastic, surpassing her wildest dreams. She'd walked through meadows filled with flowers, followed rivers leading to huge lakes, had hiked across an actual mountain. She'd watched entire towns and even cities pass by, slowly transforming with each one she passed. The first two Districts she'd passed had been just as bad as her own of course, Kouga on highest guard every time she neared people. Doing her best to avoid detection, power use kept to the bare minimum. Trying to stretch the food she'd managed to bring with her for as long as possible. Scavenging for more when it ran out.

But as she'd gone higher, that had started to change. The third District she'd entered had looked so much better than her own. A place where there was almost enough food to go around, where people _didn't _kill each other for it.

A place where people didn't kill each other for other reasons either. A place where killing was uncommon, not the rule.

That had been the most drastic change. But after that, she soon she came to places where people wore shoes, roads with houses solidly built, neatly arranged next to each other, the streets clean in a way she'd forgotten they could be. She'd seen places _selling _food, money abruptly springing into existence. And the people in those places were simply... showcasing food out in the open, without any fear of someone simply taking it. What's more, people _actually didn't take it_. They _paid _for it.

It had been so easy just to take. So easy to gather enough food.

And the entire time Kouga had looked on with wonder. She still had the objective knowledge this was how a normal society was supposed to work, but she'd been living in Inuzuri for so long...

Objectively she understood. Emotionally she... didn't.

Strange how the things she'd always thought would feel familiar, were the things she had the most trouble with. Strange to realize just how much she'd truly forgotten. She still had the inexplicable knowledge that this was "normal", yet when she tried to recall specific memories, tried to recall how she was supposed to act in a place like this... the knowledge simply wasn't there.

So Kouga had observed what should've been normal with wide eyes, feeling as though she was in a completely different world, constantly experiencing a mixture of bewilderment, disbelief and delight.

And fury. So much fury.

It wasn't _fair. _And even though she'd known for a long time that life never was, that didn't stop her bitter rage from growing.

Here she was, on the limit of the Southern 2nd District. A city with artfully build houses, where streets were perfectly straight and paved, where people wore bright and finely decorated clothes, carefully crafted socks and shoes. Where there were fucking _restaurants!_

And if she chose not to become a Shinigami, if she decided she didn't want to become another mindless drone, just live a "normal" life... she would be forced back into a constant fight for survival. Condemned to her fate just because of her place of birth. An eternal punishment for no crime committed.

It wasn't _fair!_

Stupid Minato, this was all his fault.

As she sat in a tree in one of the many parks –_parks!_– dotting the city, Kouga already knew what she would do. She hadn't seen the Academy yet, hadn't crossed that final border, but she knew. She would join the Shinigami, become a reaper no matter what it took. After seeing all this she wouldn't, _couldn't_ return to the life she'd led, not unless the only other option was death.

It would destroy her.

Kouga let out a deep, weary sigh as she looked down at the yellow flowers dancing gently in the wind. The fact that she'd already made her decision didn't make it any easier to actually go. Lifting her head, she gazed through the leaves at the wall dwarfing everything in sight. The final barrier.

This close she could actually comprehend just how big Seireitei was, a giant dwarfing its surroundings. The heart of Soul Society. The First District.

Strange how small it had seemed when she'd first started seeing it on the horizon.

For a long moment she simply stared. And then she rolled her eyes, told herself to suck it up, and climbed down. She'd already made her choice, it was pointless to put it off any longer.

Taking a breath, gathering her courage, she started walking towards the final border.

It was time to face her demons.

* * *

><p>The Shinigami gatekeeper, a true giant in every sense of the word, took one look at her and laughed.<p>

"Bwahahaha! You wanna be a Shinigami?" Snickers followed, voice so deep Kouga was surprised the ground didn't tremble too. "Sorry shrimp, but you ain't got a chance. Come back in a few decades."

Kouga almost frowned, her hand tightening around the ends of her blanket filled with food. This she hadn't expected.

"There's an age limit?" Why hadn't Minato told her? You'd think he'd mention such an important detail.

Then again, it's not like she'd given him much opportunity.

But if there was an age limit, there was still the issue that Kouga didn't actually know how old she was.

"Not exactly." the giant reaper answered, looking much too amused for comfort. It took so much effort not to flee, her instincts screaming that this Shinigami could squash her like a bug. Literally. "But there _is_ a Reiryoku requirement, and brat, you ain't got it."

Kouga made a mental note of the term the huge reaper had used, but was mostly focused on keeping the giant's power from reaching hers.

"So I have to show my power?" she asked to make sure she'd gotten the message right. The giant snorted in response.

"Yeah, sure brat."

Alright then.

Carefully, she released the ever present hold she kept on her energy, the feeling akin to a muscle relaxing, except not really. Mentally taking hold of a significant amount, more than she would've ever used in Inuzuri, where a use like this would lead to... very unpleasant consequences.

But here, she could get enough food to justify a use like this.

And she needed to pass.

So Kouga _pushed_, flinging the foreign power off and forcing her own to blanket the giant Shinigami's presence instead.

His eyes went wide, hand flying towards the _horrifically_ large sword hanging by his side, Kouga tensing, pulling back her energy, channeling it through her legs–

"Bwahahaha!" Laughter echoed all around once more, the mocking tone from before conspicuously absent. She stayed still, keeping her energy at the ready, watching the apparent madman warily. "Didn't see that one coming." he managed to get out between guffaws.

Kouga stayed on highest alert, fiercely reminding herself that she _needed _to pass here to stay in control of the urge to run –_run!_– waiting for the giant reaper to regain coherence. She stayed prepared to leap away _instantly,_ but the Shinigami didn't make a move towards her.

It took a while for the giant's laughter to die down, the huge reaper dissolving into snickers whenever he looked at her.

"Do I pass?" she asked after his manic merriment had finally subdued.

"Yeah shrimp, you do." Taking a step forward and turning around, the giant reaper opened the gates with a push that looked like it could move mountains. "Just follow this street straight forward and look for the huge golden roofs. It'll take you awhile before you do, but that's the Academy. Can't miss it."

Nodding, Kouga started walking forward, trying to keep as much of the giant within her sight as possible. But when he did move, his speed was enhanced with an instant flare of energy, too fast for Kouga to dodge–

An _enormous _foot crashed down in front of her, making her squeak –_a bug!–_ and _jump, _instinctively backed with power, landing away, still too close, _always look at the danger!_ Kouga looked up, and up, and _up_, saw huge black eyes glittering with amusement, an amused grin aimed down at her.

She quickly moved backwards some more, energy coiled tight, ready to run–

The giant reaper snickered. He didn't move.

And Kouga reminded herself that she _needed _to pass.

"What's your name shrimp?"

Kouga hesitated, weighing whether she could get away with refusing to answer. Normally she would _never _dare against a reaper, but...

The rules were different during the Entrance Exams.

"Does it matter?" she asked instead. It seemed to amuse the giant even more.

"Not really." he admitted. Well, that was easy. "But I ain't letting you pass without it."

At his answer she let out a hard exhale, frustration spiking alongside her tension. This reaper was even worse than Minato.

"Kouga." she answered, wanting to avoid even the hint of conflict. And she honestly couldn't take his nerve wracking presence anymore.

The giant Shinigami raised an inquisitive brow.

"Just Kouga?" he asked, and she nodded in response. "Huh." he grunted and finally lifted his foot. She made sure to keep that weapon of mass destruction within sight as she started walking forward once more. She'd almost made it past, tension at an all time high–

"Wait."

She froze.

_Different rules_ she desperately reminded herself.

Kouga kept her eyes on the reaper's, head craned back, willing him to get this over with, not wanting to be in his presence a moment longer. The giant gave her another amused grin.

"Don't you want to know my name?"

Kouga made sure her expression remained perfectly blank, resisting the urge to look at him like the idiot he apparently was.

"Not really." she repeated the answer he'd given her.

And with that, she quickly continued on her way, leaving the giant Shinigami behind, ignoring the overwhelming urge to keep him within her sight, her pure sixth sense remaining focused on his presence. Judging from the sounds echoing behind her, she'd only see him laughing like a crazy person once more.

Reapers. Every single one of them was insane.

And Kouga was going to be one of them.

* * *

><p>The Shinigami Academy was... very flashy. And <em>very<em> big.

A huge complex of buildings, surrounded by pristine snow white walls, crowned by glittering golden roofs attempting to outshine the sun. And nearly succeeding too. The giant was right, it was impossible to miss.

Standing in front of the entrance gates, Kouga experienced another wave of doubt. Did she really want to do this?

...No. She didn't. But she wanted to return to her previous life even less.

Squaring her shoulders, lifting her chin, she marched forward. There was no turning back.

Entering the, quite frankly, _enormous _entrance building, she walked into a much smaller room than expected. But it was still large.

Opposite of the door was a reaper, sitting behind a desk.

Kouga's entrance made the Shinigami lift her head with a sunny smile. It wavered as Kouga approached, hesitance replacing it. Then the reaper took one look at the mark emblazoned on her cheek and visibly composed herself.

"Hello there. Here for the entrance exam?"

Kouga nodded, fear and tension at an all time high. This was it.

"All right then!"

Was it a requirement for reapers to be so perky? No, couldn't be. At least, Kouga hoped not.

The Shinigami picked up a paper from one of the stacks drowning her desk, and held a single page out towards Kouga.

"Please fill out this form and I'll show you to the examiner." she said. And Kouga faltered. This was a problem, one she should've seen coming.

At her hesitation the reaper's smile softened, became gentler, more genuine.

It was unbelievably unnerving.

"Don't know how to write?" The question was _kind_. Kouga nodded again, firmly keeping in control of the desire to flee. "That's okay, you're not the only one. I'll just fill it out for you." And saying so the reaper took back the paper, dipped a brush in ink and held it at the ready. "What's your name?"

Kouga hesitated briefly. She really didn't want to give her name. But it seemed she didn't have a choice, she was beginning to suspect it was normal to ask for names here.

And it was a reaper who'd asked.

"...Kouga. Written like Steel Fang."

The Shinigami looked surprised at her answer but dutifully wrote it down. At least, Kouga hoped she did.

Long ago mother had started teaching her the strange symbols people here used to write, her name the first thing shown. Kouga couldn't remember the characters that formed it, but she could still recall a patient voice, graceful fingers tracing the lines drawn in the dirt as mother explained their meaning. _You were such wild babe, biting at everything in reach. My little Steel Fang._

"And your family name?" the Shinigami asked.

"Don't have one." she answered. If mother had ever told, she'd long since forgotten.

"District of origin?"

Really? At her silence the Shinigami lifted her head. She took one look at the unimpressed expression Kouga briefly allowed herself to make and gave a sheepish smile in return.

It made Kouga tense up even further, face blank once more.

"Right. Stupid question." The reaper cleared her throat. "Next, any prior education in Zanjutsu, Hakuda, Hohou or Kidou?"

"None." Kouga answered. She didn't even know what those were. The Shinigami quickly checked a few boxes and wrote a few more things beneath that.

"That's it. I'll take you to the examiner now."

That's all? What was the point of even filling it out? As the reaper stood, Kouga put the question out of her mind. It wasn't important.

The Shinigami led her to a side passage, stopping in front of a door as unremarkable as all the others. Kouga hoped he rest of the building wasn't so bland, otherwise she just knew she'd get lost. For a short while anyway.

The reaper knocked and Kouga felt the tension running through her climb even higher. What if she failed, was told to go back?

What if she passed?

"Enter." The deep, booming voice only served to increase her doubts. She had to suppress the urge to tremble but couldn't quite manage to keep her expression blank. It made the Shinigami look down at her with what seemed an awful lot like pity. Kouga resisted the urge to glare back. She didn't need nor want any _pity_.

A small grin was thrown her way, a softly spoken _good luck _and then the door was pushed open. Kouga was led into a small chamber, the only furniture a single chair in front of a large desk. And behind it, a reaper with shortly cropped, silver hair.

"Morino-san, I have another recruit." the Shinigami next to her said cheerfully. The silver haired reaper let out a sound of slight annoyance.

"Of course you do." he sarcastically shot back. At least it seemed perkiness was not a requirement. He shifted his gaze towards Kouga, his harsh frown making him seem even more intimidating. And while Kouga's own power was a little higher than his, she knew she wouldn't stand a chance if he chose attack her. Power, while very important, wasn't everything, and she'd seen Shinigami much weaker than this one move faster than she'd ever been able to manage.

There were no windows in this room.

"Well girl, don't just stand there, get over here." he ordered curtly.

With a last fortifying breath Kouga stepped forward, placed her pack at her feet and hopped onto the chair. She felt the Shinigami behind her leave, the closing of the door seeming too loud in this confined space. Kouga shifted her balance, so incredibly uncomfortable with the lack of windows. Among other things.

Silence fell, thick and heavy as the man's power began reaching for hers, Kouga tensing even further, pulling her own energy down as much as possible, almost blinding herself, keeping out of his reach. She kept her eyes on his, her passive scanning fully focused on him. All the while the Shinigami continued to stare at her with a heavy frown. She kept meeting his gaze, ready to make a run for it the moment he made any aggressive move. As the quiet continued, the reaper's glower became even harsher, more energy reaching for hers,, Kouga barely able to keep hers away from his.

It was _unbelievably _unsettling. And so, _so _difficult not to run.

_Different rules._

Eventually he let out a soft snort, his expression smoothing out, power pulled back.

"You've got guts at least." he told her calmly.

Kouga had no idea how idea how the reaper had come to this conclusion. She was only _barely _managing to stay in control of the urge to flee.

The Shinigami –Morino– leaned back in his chair, crossing his massive arms as he appraised her critically, eyes halting on the brand on her cheek, giving it a long look, before he fully met her eyes again.

"You're pretty young for the Academy though."

Again with the age thing. Kouga honestly hated her body a little right now.

And how did the reaper even know how old she was?

Kouga desperately grasped the distraction, reminded herself that the rules were different, and that it would be pointless to run. She indulged her curiosity.

"How do you know how old I am?" her question startled the reaper, his brows arching high.

"By looking at you and taking an educated guess." his dry and uninformative answer made a small frown escape her control.

"How? People here don't age at the same rate. I could be centuries old." She wasn't of course. At least, she hoped not.

The reaper's lips twitched, as if he wanted to smile but couldn't quite manage it. It was a lot less disturbing to see than the previous reaper's kind smile. But it was still disturbing.

Very, _very _disturbing.

"That's not exactly true. People with high enough Reiryoku do age slower, but most are fully grown around a century or so, a century and a half at the most. There's absolutely no way you're older than five decades, tops. But more importantly, you're a child, no matter how old you are. Your Reiryoku is still incredibly immature, and most people don't even try to join until they're almost fully grown. At the least. For good reason too, becoming a Shinigami isn't easy."

His explanation was... an _enormous_ relief. After so long she'd begun to fear she would forever be trapped as a child. Knowing she wouldn't, that she'd regain her adult body for certain, lifted a burden she hadn't realized had been weighing her down. The knowledge actually made her smile fleetingly, no matter that she was in the presence of a reaper.

"You still want to join?" The question was oddly intense, as if the reaper was asking more than just what was said. She nodded in response though. Why would she have changed her mind?

The Shinigami's lips twitched once more in an almost smile.

"Then the first thing we need to do is measure your Reiryoku. If you don't have enough the rest of the test doesn't matter." he told her. Kouga supposed that made sense, it would be silly to pass all the requirements only to be told at the end you didn't have enough power to make the cut.

She tensed up absolutely at the brief, utterly bizarre twist the reaper's energy. He was casting a spell.

_Different rules_ she desperately told herself once more.

"Here." Picking up what she had assumed to be a simple bauble, the Shinigami held out the small black orb. Kouga ruthlessly suppressed the urge to run and brought forward her own hand, palm up. The reaper dropped the orb into her hand and Kouga immediately felt the thing reaching for her power, which, what? She immediately tightened her hold over her energy even more, blinding her pure sixth sense, wondering what she was supposed to do with this... thing. The Shinigami was looking at the incredibly disturbing orb intensely, not giving any further instructions.

After a moment he sighed, disappointment replacing his previous focus. Kouga panicked. She hadn't even done anything yet! How could she have failed?

"Pity. But not unexpected. Guess that's that." His hand reached out, palm up, but Kouga pulled back her own hand in return.

"What did I do wrong?" Her question was met with compassionate eyes.

"Nothing. You simply don't have enough Reiryoku."

Wait, what? At her incredulous look the reaper elaborated.

"The stone is meant to draw out Reiryoku. If you had enough, it would've started glowing. But if you still want to join, you should try again after... not the next time the Academy has exams, but the time after that. You'll probably make it then." He brought his hand forward once more, hand cupped and waiting for her to drop the disturbing stone in, but she ignored it, relief overwhelming her. Opening her fist, she looked down at the unnerving orb while keeping the reaper within her peripheral vision. Deciding to take no risks, she grabbed a significant amount of power while keeping the rest locked down as much as possible when actively using her power like this.

She pushed it into the thing.

Immediately the orb absorbed it, the thing glowing brightly, purple light filling the room, vivid currents lazily circling in it's depths. She did it. Returning her full vision towards the reaper, certain this was what he wanted, she was taken aback at the slightly widened eyes aimed her way. Kouga hesitated only a moment before continuing on.

"Is this enough?" she couldn't stop a hopeful note from weaving through, even though she was completely sure she did have enough power.

For a long moment the reaper stayed silent, simply looking at her.

"Yes. It is." he eventually answered, the words slow and drawn out.

Kouga actually grinned slightly, happiness sharp and intense, extremely surprising in it's intensity. She'd always know she had enough power of course, but hearing it confirmed made her feel unexpectedly proud. And even joyous.

Cutting off the flow of energy, she pulled the remainder down again, locking it down completely once more, the unnerving orb still trying to reach for it. She placed the now dark stone back on the desk, feeling another fleeting smile grow. The reaper continued to watch her in silence. Yet her unexpected joy had put her in a strange mood, her tension increasing only a relatively little.

Eventually he cleared his throat, eyes curious.

"How long have you been able to control your Reiatsu like that?"

Kouga actually had to think about it, mind racing as she tried to recall a time she had not. She'd been aware of her power for as long as she could remember, it was impossible not to be, ever present to her sixth sense, the pure and passive both. And while her control had grown over time, as had the size of her reserves, she couldn't recall a time she hadn't been able to manipulate it at least a little. So she shrugged.

"I don't remember a time I couldn't." If she hadn't been able to, she would've been killed long time ago.

Like Mizore.

Her answer made the reaper huff, lips twisting in a wry manner as he looked at her.

"Outers, always a surprise." His voice was soft. It didn't suit him.

"So I pass?" Kouga had to ask, couldn't help herself. She needed to know. But the Shinigami shook his head, making fear and uncertainty flare up absolutely once more.

"Not yet, you still have to answer some questions." he told her. Right, she'd almost forgotten. "But they're mostly meant to judge your character. There's very little chance you could give a wrong enough answer to fail, especially with your potential." The assurance was welcome and actually made Kouga smile fleetingly again, the intensity of her emotions making it difficult to keep her expression blank.

The Shinigami didn't smile back, but his eyes gleamed, sharing her joy. It was... so very unnerving to see a reaper do so, but Kouga was in such a strange mood she didn't feel more than a relatively small increase in her constant urge to run.

The reaper coughed softly, looking just a little embarrassed and fished out a stack of papers from one of the drawers. If all of those were questions, they'd be here for a while yet.

That certainly put a damper on her strange joy.

"Alright. What's your name?"

She should probably get used to people asking that, it really did seem normal to ask that here.

And he was a reaper.

"...Kouga." she reluctantly answered. "Written like Steel Fang." she added as she realized he was going to write it down.

The reaper's lips twitched in something that was almost smile once more.

"It's nice to meet you Kouga. Now. What made you decide to become a Shinigami?"

And so it began.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:<strong>

Hooray, she's gotten to the Academy!

Let's see how she reacts to this new environment, shall we?

Also, again, this will be very slow build. But I hope you'll enjoy the journey ;)

Thanks for all the comments!


End file.
